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REVIEWS

John W. Kleiner and Helmut T. Lehmann, eds., The Corresporu:lence ofHeinrich

Melchior Muhlenberg, Volume I, 1740-1747. Camden, Maine: Picton Press,
. 1992, 376 pp.
Representing· the first volume of the English translation of the
correspondence of the Patriarch of American Lutheranism, this work contains 69
items to and from HMM in the time period of 1740-47. Although accessible in
a recent German edition (Die Korrespondenz. Heinrich Melchior Muhlenbergs: Aus

der Anfangszeit des deutschen Luthertums in Nordamerika,. Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 1986- ), this work is nonetheless a significant contribution to our
understanding of the German-speaking element of the 18th century, which will
be extraordinarily useful to the general reader as well as to scholars.
Indeed, the editors quite correctly note that they have rescued the
correspondence of HMM "from the ghetto of being limited to the few and made
available for all who read English." (p. xix). This is a sad, but nevertheless
accurate commentary on the status of American scholarship, not all of which, but
a great deal of which may be characterized as Anglo-oriented and monolingual
scholarship. Anyone knowledgeable of German recognizes how time after time
again American historical writing presents only part of the story as the whole
story of American history, namely the Anglo-American dimension, and draws
only on English-language sources.
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Elsewhere, the reviewer has stated that only major sources should be
translated, since ultimately what is needed is an academia which is multilingual
in the U.S. Since that is not the case at present, we are in great need of Englishlanguage editions of major sources, such as this work, as it illuminates the
multifarious dimensions of life amongst the German-speaking people of America
in the 18th century.
In these 69 items, each of which is followed by meticulously edited
,

endnotes, we follow HMM from his first call as a pastor and teacher in Upper
Silesia to his life and work in America. The work provides insight into the
German element of the time, and HMM notes that German-speaking people from
~

across Europe were to be found in the seven provinces of Pennsylvania, Jersey,
New York, Virginia, Maryland, North Carolina, and New England. He clearly
conveys a grasp and understanding of this community and its diversity, especially
with regard to its church orientation. Indeed, this work provides a wealth of
information not only on the German-speaking Lutherans, but on the Reformed
Church and the sectarians as well.
The commentary of HMM is revealing. For example, he notes of the
conditions upon his arrival that "The majority of the populace is still untamed and
it appears that in one year I cannot get rid of the disorder and confusion which
crept in during the course of thirty years, especially because the bad always
· insinuates itself more easily than the good." (p. 123) Indeed, he notes "The old
heathen practices of dancing, gaming, overeating and overdrinking at weddings
and the like are long-standing privileges in the country, and the people brought
these privileges with them from Germany." (p. 123) He even complains of a "socalled Lutheran" who "put the boot" to his father-in-law.
HMM is not only critical of his Lutheran brethren, he also has a few
words for the non-Lutherans. For example, the Moravians "harass and backbite
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wherever they can. (p. 123) He especially has quite a bit to say about Sauer and
_his press, whose publications HMM states contain "many a crude 'Slander and
mockery against religion and the church and various errors destructive of souls.

11

(p. 336) ·He even notes how he examined Sauer's printing of the Bible to make

sure that it had been printed "in an unadulterated manner according to Luther's
translation and without Sauer' s own comments." (p. 336) He also reproaches
Sauer for writing to him and calling him "a godless man, a cheat, a thief and a
swindler." (p. 337) HMM goes on to provide other critical commentary about
Sauer' s press and publications, all of which add to our understanding of
community life amongst the German-speaking Americans of the 18th century.
All of the above indicates that here we have the record of the entirety of
HMM's views and perspectives as reflected in his correspondence. He writes of
the hard life in the New World, stating that "Most congregation members work
11

harder than in Germany. (p. 299) And he notes the plight of being suddenly
thrust not only into rural conditions, but into the frontier context, as he notes that
"The French Indians are wreaking horrible havoc among our poor German
compatriots in the New York area... on the one side is the ocean, on the other
wild Indians ... " (p. 305)

It is a pleasure to read and page through a work so finely edited, but it can
also readily be consulted as a reference work, as the index provides access to
names and places. For example, if one is interested in the German element in
Charleston, there are numerous references. -I am hoping that the non-German
reading American scholars will make use of this volume with ·regard to 18th
century American history, as it illuminates the dimension of the German-speaking
people of that period.

Don Heinrich Tolzmann
University of Cincinnati
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